




Characterization of the dynamics of sitting during a sustained and mentally demanding
computer task
Madeleine, Pascal; Marandi, Ramtin Zargari; Norheim, Kristoffer Larsen; Vuillerme, Nicolas;
Samani, Afshin
Published in:
Proceedings of the 20th Congress of the International Ergonomics Association, IEA 2018







Accepted author manuscript, peer reviewed version
Link to publication from Aalborg University
Citation for published version (APA):
Madeleine, P., Marandi, R. Z., Norheim, K. L., Vuillerme, N., & Samani, A. (2019). Characterization of the
dynamics of sitting during a sustained and mentally demanding computer task. In S. Bagnara, R. Tartaglia, S.
Albolino, T. Alexander, & Y. Fujita (Eds.), Proceedings of the 20th Congress of the International Ergonomics
Association, IEA 2018: Volume VII: Ergonomics in Design, Design for All, Activity Theories for Work Analysis
and Design, Affective Design (Vol. VII, pp. 338-344). Springer. Advances in Intelligent Systems and Computing
Vol. 824 https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96071-5_36
General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.
            ? Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            ? You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            ? You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at vbn@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.
Characterization of the dynamics of sitting during a 
sustained and mentally demanding computer task 
Pascal Madeleine*
1[0000-0002-2164-234X]











1 Sports Sciences, Department of Health Science and Technology, Faculty of Medicine,  
Aalborg University, Aalborg, Denmark 
2 University Grenoble-Alpes, AGEIS, Grenoble, France 
3 Clinic of Occupational Medicine, Aalborg University Hospital, Aalborg, Denmark 
*pm@hst.aau.dk 
Abstract. This laboratory study studied the dynamics of sitting during a 
sustained and mentally demanding computer task. Mental fatigue ratings, 
overall performance and kinetic were recorded in 20 asymptomatic computer 
users performing computer work for 40 minutes divided in 12 time epochs. The 
displacement of the center of pressure (COP) in anterior-posterior (AP) and 
medial-lateral (ML) directions was calculated. The average, standard deviation, 
and sample entropy values were computed from the COP time series to assess 
respectively, the magnitude, size and complexity of sitting dynamics. Fatigue 
ratings significantly increased from before to after the computer task while the 
overall performance did not change significantly over time. Likewise, the 
direction of displacement of the COP did not affect significantly the AVG but 
resulted in larger SD and SaEn values in the ML direction compared with AP 
direction. Time did not play a significant role on any of the outcome measures. 
The present study demonstrated that the sitting dynamics can be assessed in an 
ecological environment, e.g. in office chairs. Further, we found that 40 minutes 
seated computer work did not changed the dynamics of sitting. On the contrary, 
we observed increased size and structure of variability in the ML than the AP 
direction. This latter finding can be used to design office chairs or interventions 
aiming at preventing discomfort due to long time sitting. 
Keywords: Nonlinear Dynamics, Sitting Control, Variability 
1 Introduction 
Sedentary behavior and sitting are interlinked to such an extent that sitting is now 
considered as the new smoking of our generation! [1]. This may sound particularly 
peculiar but sitting at a desk every day can actually lead to musculoskeletal disorders, 
heart disease, type-2 diabetes, and, cancer [2-5]. For instance, sitting for >6 hours 
compared with <3 hours results in a 40% higher all-cause death rate [5].  
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The latest European working conditions survey has recently underlined the follow-
ing health problems: backache (reported by 43%), neck or upper limbs pain (42%), 
headache/eyestrain, and overall fatigue (both 35%), muscular pains in the hip or lower 
limbs (29%) [6]. Interestingly, these problems can all be linked to computer work 
performed seated or standing, e.g. [7]. Moreover, prolonged seating results in discom-
fort as well as changes in the biomechanics of seated posture [8]. Actually, discomfort 
and fatigue have also been suggested as a predictor of work-related musculoskeletal 
disorders and pain [9].  
The relationship between seat pressure and discomfort has been underlined at sev-
eral occasions [10;11] Discomfort is reported to increase if the pressure between the 
front of the seat and the portion of the thigh above the knees is higher or lower than 
6% of the total weight on the seat [12]. Especially, the changes in size and structure of 
variability of the seated posture appear to be related to the increase in discomfort [8]. 
However, our knowledge of the dynamics of sitting posture during computer in eco-
logical conditions is still limited [13;14]. 
The aim of this study was to characterize the dynamics of sitting during a sustained 
and mentally demanding computer task. We hypothesized that the size of variability 
will increased while its structure will decrease during a prolonged computer task. 
2 Methods 
2.1 Subjects 
Twenty asymptomatic young computer users (nine females, 11 males) participated in 
the study. The volunteers were 23±3 years, 1.74±0.08, and weighted 71±11 kg. All 
computer users were right-handed and had normal or corrected-to-normal vision. The 
volunteers signed an informed consent prior to entering the study. The study was 
approved by The North Denmark Region Committee on Health Research Ethics (N-
20160023) and conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. 
2.2 Computer Task 
The computer task was performed for 40 minutes divided in 12 times 20 cycles. 
MATLAB R2015b (The Mathworks, Natick, MA, USA) was used to implement a 
graphical user interface displayed on a 19-in screen located approx. 57 cm in front of 
the computer user. The computer task was designed to be mentally demanding and 
consisted of a sequence of cyclic computer operations including memorization, wash-
out and replication [15]. The pattern to be memorized and duplicated consisted of five 
randomly-positioned points (e.g., circle, square, and triangle) connected to each other 
by lines. A distracting point appearing on the replication panel was used to rend that 
task more challenging. After five seconds, a new cycle with a different pattern ap-
peared. The intensity of mental fatigue was assessed before and after the task comple-
tion. The overall performance was computed based on the number of correct and in-
correct clicks as well as speed [15]. The overall performance was averaged for each 
20 consecutive cycles. 
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Fig. 1. Illustration of the designed instrumented office chair enabling the recording of sitting 
postural control characteristics. 
2.3 Instrumented Office Chair 
A force and torque 3D transducer (AMTI MC5, Watertown, MA, USA) was mounted 
on an office chair specially adapted for the purpose of recording sitting postural con-
trol. The chair ensured the possibility to maintain an upright sitting posture and a 
natural curvature of the lower back (Fig. 1). The adjustment of seat height, seat depth, 
arm rest, back height, backward tilt tension and lockable tilt are some of the chair 
features. In the present study, the settings were kept similar for all participants. Spe-
cial care was put on the positioning of the instrumented chair with respect to the com-
puter screen and table, i.e., the frontal plane was parallel to the computer screen. Foot 
rest was provided in a way that kinetic recordings were not affected.  
The recorded force and moments data were low pass filtered (Fcut-off: 6 Hz, Butter-
worth order 4). Then, the displacement of the center of pressure (COP) in anterior-
posterior (AP) and medial-lateral (ML) directions was calculated based on the record-
ed moments in the AP and ML direction and force measured in the vertical direction. 
The average displacement (AVG), standard deviation (SD) and sample entropy 
(SaEn) values were extracted from the COP signals in the AP and ML directions. The 
SD was extracted to delineate changes in the absolute size of variability while the 
SaEn represent changes in the complexity of the sitting dynamics [8;13]. The embed-
ding dimension was set to 2 and the tolerance distance to 20% of the SD of the COP 
displacement in agreement with previous studies [8;13]. SaEn is a unit less, non-
negative number describing the structural complexity of time series [16]. The mean 
AVG, SD and SaEn values were extracted over 20 consecutive cycles. 
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2.4 Statistics 
A one way repeated measure of analysis of variance (RM-ANOVA) was used to ad-
dress changes in fatigue and overall performance over time. A two way RM-ANOVA 
was applied to the AVG, SD and SaEn of the COP with direction (AP, ML) and time 
(1-12 epochs) as independent factors. In case of significant main effect or interaction, 
the Hom-Sidak test was used for pairwise multiple comparisons. Mean +/- SD are 
reported. The statistical significance was set to p < .05. 
3 Results 
3.1 Fatigue and Performance Metrics 
The level of mental fatigue ratings increased significantly from before to after the 
completion of the task (F(1,19) = 76.87 ; p < .001). The level of overall performance 
tended to increase over time (F(1,11) = 1.81 ; p = .054). 
3.2 Dynamics of Sitting 
There were no significant effects of direction (F(1,19) = .34 ; p = .569) or time 
(F(1,11) = .42 ; p = .945) and no significant direction × time interaction (F(11,209) = 
1.39 ; p = .180) for the AVG of the COP (Fig. 2).  
There was a significant effect of direction (F(1,19) = 56.64 ; p < .001) but not of 
time (F(1,11) = .77 ; p = .670) for the SD of the COP. SD was larger in the ML direc-
tion than in the AP direction (p < .001). There was no significant direction × time 
interaction (F(11,209) = 1.33 ; p = .209) for the SD of the COP (Fig. 3). 
Similar to SD, there was a significant effect of direction (F(1,19) = 8.21 ; p < .001) 
but not of time (F(1,11) = .48 ; p = .915) for the SaEn of the COP. SaEn was larger in 
the ML direction than in the AP direction (p = .010). There was no significant direc-
tion × time interaction (F(11,209) = .42 ; p = .947) for the SaEn of the COP (Fig. 2). 
4 Discussion 
The present study showed that the designed computer task elicited fatigue among 
young asymptomatic adults. The overall performance level and the dynamics of sit-
ting did not significantly change over time. Contrary to our hypothesis, the size of 
variability and the complexity of sitting dynamics did not change over time. On the 
other hand, we found larger size of variability and complexity of the COP time series 
in the ML direction compared with the AP direction. This finding provides novel and 
important information for chair designs or ergonomic interventions aiming at prevent-




Fig. 2. Mean +/- SD of the average displacement (AVG), standard deviation (SD) and sample 
entropy ((AP)SaEn) values of the center of pressure in the medial-lateral (blue) and anterior-
posterior (red) direction. * indicates P ≤ .01. 
The changes in the level of mental fatigue confirmed that the designed computer 
was mentally demanding even if no changes in performances (tendency towards in-




ponent of the computer task consisted of memorization, washout and replication. Con-
trary to a previous version of simulated mouse work e.g. [17], the patterns to be re-
produced were selected from an inventory of randomly generated patterns. In the 
present case, the points were arranged in such a way that the length of the connecting 
lines was limited within four to eight degrees of visual angle and the pattern was dis-
played around the center of the panel to avoid additional postural adjustments [15]. 
Further, the number of points to be connected was set to five plus one distraction 
point. The setting corresponded to a medium load [15], and the overall performance 
was higher than the results we have recently reported during short duration task in 
asymptomatic young participants. This can mostly be explained by a learning effect 
(trend towards improved overall performance) towards the computer task to be per-
formed. 
Sedentary behavior and sitting constitute a real societal challenge. Some of the del-
eterious effects of sitting cannot be reversed through healthier habits like e.g., training 
[4]. Thus, it is important to promote changes in sitting postures and combat sedentary 
behaviors [18]. However, our knowledge of sitting dynamics is still very limited 
[13;14]. In this study, we have characterized the dynamics of sitting during a sus-
tained and mentally demanding computer task. For that purpose, an instrumented 
chair was designed and built using a commercial office chair. The chair features were 
maintained to enable realistic seating conditions. In contradiction to our hypothesis 
based on [8;13], the size of variability did not increased during the prolonged com-
puter task. Likewise, the complexity did not decrease. Interestingly, the size of varia-
bility and the complexity of the COP time series were larger in the ML direction 
compared with the AP direction. This is contrary to what is generally observed during 
standing confirming that the attentional demands influence postural strategies [14]. 
The sitting dynamics were also characterized by similar average displacement in the 
ML and AP direction. The reported differences in the size and structure of variability 
open for new perspectives for office chairs design. Future office chair could promote 
more variability in the ML direction than in the AP direction as this may help in pre-
venting discomfort and improving health [19]. 
In summary, the dynamics of sitting did not changed during prolonged seated 
computer work. The present study showed for the first time increased size and struc-
ture of variability in the ML than the AP direction. This aspect of sitting dynamics 
should be taken in consideration when designing office chairs or workplace interven-
tions. 
Acknowledgements. The project was partly funded by by Veluxfonden (Project no 
00010912). 
References 
1. Merchant N. Sitting is the smoking of our generation. Harvard Business Review 2013; 
https://hbr.org/2013/01/sitting-is-the-smoking-of-our-generation. 
7 
2. IJmker S, Huysmans MA, Blatter BM, van der Beek AJ, van Mechelen W, Bongers PM. 
Should office workers spend fewer hours at their computer? A systematic review of the lit-
erature. Occup Environ Med 2007; 64: 211-222. 
3. Amick BC, III, Robertson MM, DeRango K, Bazzani L, Moore A, Rooney T, Harrist R. 
Effect of office ergonomics intervention on reducing musculoskeletal symptoms. Spine 
2003; 28: 2706-2711. 
4. Chodzko-Zajko WJ, Proctor DN, Fiatarone Singh MA, Minson CT, Nigg CR, Salem GJ, 
Skinner JS. American College of Sports Medicine position stand. Exercise and physical 
activity for older adults. Med Sci Sports Exerc 2009; 41: 1510-1530. 
5. Patel AV, Bernstein L, Deka A, Feigelson HS, Campbell PT, Gapstur SM, Colditz GA, 
Thun MJ. Leisure time spent sitting in relation to total mortality in a prospective cohort of 
US adults. Am J Epidemiol 2010; 172: 419-429. 
6. Parent-Thirion A, Biletta I, Cabrita J, Vargas O, Vermeylen G, Wilczynska A, Wilkens M. 
Sixth European working conditions survey - Overview report.  2017. Luxembourg, Euro-
pean Union, European Foundation for the Improvement of the Living and Working Condi-
tions. 
7. Corlett EN. Background to sitting at work: research-based requirements for the design of 
work seats. Ergonomics 2006; 49: 1538-1546. 
8. Søndergaard KHE, Olesen CG, Søndergaard EK, de Zee M, Madeleine P. The variability 
and complexity of sitting postural control are associated with discomfort. J Biomech 2010; 
43: 1997-2001. 
9. Madeleine P. On functional motor adaptations: from the quantification of motor strategies 
to the prevention of musculoskeletal disorders in the neck-shoulder region. Acta Physiol 
2010; 199: 1-46. 
10. Goossens RH, Snijders CJ. Design criteria for the reduction of shear forces in beds and 
seats. J Biomech 1995; 28: 225-230. 
11. Hiemstra-van MS, Groenesteijn L, Vink P, Kuijt-Evers LF. Predicting passenger seat com-
fort and discomfort on the basis of human, context and seat characteristics: a literature re-
view. Ergonomics 2016; 60: 889-911. 
12. Zenk R, Franz M, Bubb H, Vink P. Technical note: spine loading in automotive seating. 
Appl Ergon 2012; 43: 290-295. 
13. Madeleine P. Dynamics of seated computer work before and after prolonged constrained 
sitting. J Appl Biomech 2012; 28: 297-303. 
14. Roerdink M, Hlavackova P, Vuillerme N. Center-of-pressure regularity as a marker for at-
tentional investment in postural control: a comparison between sitting and standing pos-
tures. Hum Mov Sci 2011; 30: 203-212. 
15. Marandi RZ, Madeleine P, Omland Ø, Vuillerme N, Samani A. Reliability of oculometrics 
duringa mentally demanding task in young and old adults. IEEE Access 2018; 1-18. 
16. Rathleff MS, Samani A, Olesen JL, Roos EM, Rasmussen S, Madeleine P. Effect of exer-
cise therapy on neuromuscular activity and knee strength in female adolescents with patel-
lofemoral pain-An ancillary analysis of a cluster randomized trial. Clin Biomech 2016; 34: 
22-29. 
17. Birch L, Arendt-Nielsen L, Graven-Nielsen T, Christensen H. An investigation of how 
acute muscle pain modulates performance during computer work with digitizer and puck. 
Appl Ergon 2001; 32: 281-286. 
18. Kingma I, van Dieen JH. Static and dynamic postural loadings during computer work in 
females: Sitting on an office chair versus sitting on an exercise ball. Appl Ergon 2009; 40: 
199-205. 
8 
19. Pronk NP, Katz AS, Lowry M, Payfer JR. Reducing occupational sitting time and improv-
ing worker health: the Take-a-Stand Project, 2011. Prev Chronic Dis 2012; 9: E154. 
 
